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A 
A PSYCHIATRIST, IMMERSED IN THE PROBLEMS OF THE 

mentally and emotionally ill, I step into the world 
outside the clinical borders with some trepidation, 

especially when it is to discuss a problem that asks basic 
questions of theology and philosophy as well as of my 
own discipline, psychoanalytic psychiatry. I am sure you 
will understand that I am not a theologian, and only slightly 
a philosopher, and that I dare to speak to you of these 
things only because of my conviction that the problems 
of religious belief and faith constitute a proper interest 
for a psychiatrist. 

If I understand correctly, it has been the function of 
these Institutes on Psychiatry and Religion to bring to
gether students and practitioners of both disciplines, the 
ministry and psychiatry, to discuss problems which bear 
equally on the efforts of both to help people and to learn 
from one another how they may work together for a 
common good. This is indeed a laudable attempt, and I 
consider it a genuine privilege to be permitted to partici
pate in these deliberations. 

Since none of us can be really expert in both fields, and 
realizing that many of you are not members of either 
professional group, it seems wise that we attempt first 
off to define the terms which we will be using throughout 
our discussion. Psychoanalysis, although now a familiar 
word in our daily language, is used in a host of ways, 
especially by lay people and not always, by any means, 
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accurately. Actually, psychoanalysis is properly used to des
ignate three things: a therapeutic technique, a method of 
observation and research, and a body of hypotheses and 
theoretical formulations, all based on the methods first 
devised by Sigmund Freud. We shall use it here to desig
nate a system of thought developed from empiric materials 
focussed on the development of the human personality 
which have been expanded into a systematic explanation 
of behavior. 

We shall use religion to .mean those beliefs of man 
concerning his relation to the unknown (nature and God) 
which have an institutionalized form: a tradition, a church, 
a system of law, a priesthood, ceremonials and sacraments. 

For centuries religion and medicine have been closely re
lated and, as these Institutes acknowledge, psychiatry and 
religion share many common concerns and interests. 

The problem of caring for the emotionally ill frequently 
comes first to the attention of the person's religious and 
spiritual advisor. In a recent survey1 of "troubled people," 
I found that a very large percentage of a group of people 
who wrote to the National Committee for Mental Hygiene 
for advice reported that either in the first instance, or 
certainly somewhere in the chain of circumstances that 
brought them ultimately to seek psychiatric help, they had 
sought the help of their pastor. In fact, I ventured to chart 
the course of those seeking help as follows: onset of diffi
culties, followed by a search for help from the family 
and neighbors; the pastor; the family doctor, etc., etc. 
Since so many of our difficulties are concerned with prob
lems of guilt, sorrow and fear, it is understandable that a 
person turns to his pastor, especially if he conceives of his 
difficulty as primarily "moral." We still retain so many 



ancient notions equating mental illness with sin and wrong
doing that this tendency is readily understandable. And, 
besides, we still have a long way to go before people will 
accept mental illness simply as natural illness and turn 
freely to medicine for help. Parenthetically, we should note 
that since psychiatry is by no means infallible, many people 
turn to religious guidance for help when psychiatric assist
ance has not produced a "cure" or perhaps even the allevia
tion of symptoms. 

Only last week a patient was referred to me by a minister. 
She was a woman in her early forties, dynamic, talented 
and quite beautiful. As long as her children had been young 
she tolerated all the conflicts of her marital situation; the 
children were now grown and away at school and the 
situation had rapidly grown intolerable. I asked her why 
she had turned to her pastor, as she had never been "re
ligious" in the usual sense of the word, and she answered, 
"Because my problem seemed essentially a moral one and 
not one of health, although I appreciate how mixed up 
they sometimes get." What she was saying, and it is very 
frequently true, was that emotionally sick people have as a 
central or, at least, a peripheral part of their illness, prob
lems concerning their role in the world and their goals 
in life (their "values"), and it is understandable, therefore, 
they may seek help in either direction: religion or 
psychiatry. 

Much that medicine knows of the relatively normal per
son was learned from experience with the sick, and that 
is true of psychiatry as well. In dealing with emotionally 
and mentally sick people, we have accumulated an impres
sive array of facts about the normal human being, his 
development, character, habits and conflicts. Some of these 



principles which psychoanalysis has uncovered have a real 
bearing on the ethical schemes of the life pattern (on the 
"good life".). Obviously, this is also one of the central 
concerns of religion, and they join in the area of ethics. 
It is important to emphasize that psychiatry has infrequent
ly acknowledged the ethical burden of its teachings. A word 
of clarification may be helpful here. Since psychiatrists 
for the most part have been actively engaged in the treat
ment of emotionally disturbed people, a large part of their 
therapeutic efforts had to be devoted to the release of inhibi
tions which had proved destructive to the functioning 
of the individual. Religion, on the other hand, has been 
concerned primarily, or at least to a considerable degree, 
with the development of inhibitions which it considered 
essential for the mature growth of the individual and the 
oommunity. 

Which brings me to the third area in which psychiatry 
and religion meet: an aspect of the question much closer 
to the particular concern of this communication. There still 
exists, as you well know, an immense amount of hostility 
and recriminatory dispute between the two. A high prelate 
of the Catholic Church is even now addressing the millions 
of his radio audience in a continuation of his long standing 
feud with psychoanalysis, and only last year a responsible 
group of psychiatrists felt impelled to pass a resolution 
expressing their conviction that there need not be any 
conflict between psychiatry and religion. You may be inter
ested to hear the resolution :2 

For centuries religion and medicine have been closely related. 
Psychiatry as a branch of medicine has been so closely related 
to religion that at times the two were almost inseparable. As 
science developed, however, medicine and religion assumed dis-



tinctive roles in society, but they continue to share the common 
aim of human betterment. This also holds true for that method 
of psychiatry known as psychoanalysis. We, as members of the 
Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry, believe in the dignity 
and the integrity of the individual. We believe that a major 
goal of treatment is the progressive attainment of social respon
sibility. We recognize, as of crucial significance, the infl.uence 
of the home upon the individual and the importance of ethical 
training in the home. We also recognize the important role 
religion can play in bringing about an improved emotional and 
moral state. The methods of psychiatry aim to help patients 
achieve mental .health in their emotional lives so that they may 
live in harmony with society and with its standards. We believe 
that there is no confl.ict between psychiatry and religion. In 
the practice of his profession the competent psychiatrist will, 
therefore, always be guided by this belief. 

Earlier, there had not been any such expressed conflict; 
in fact, it has been said of Heinrath, the German psychia

trist who lived from 1773·1843• and others of his time, 
that they still spoke "as theologians." Thus, "in his opposi
tion to the increasing spirit of narrow somatology," Hein
rath was declamatory and pungent: " 'Soul,' he exclaimed, 
'the great, most meaningful word! The only treasure of 
man, the very being of the self. How they drag you down 
by making you the slave of the body!' "3 

This conflict, like so many others we can easily recall, 
has been fired by misconceptions on both sides and by 
a high degree of bias and unwillingness to examine the 
evidence. The "battle" was really joined with the advent 
of psychoanalysis. Almost from the beginning it was ap
parently believed that psychoanalysis was trying to destroy 
all ethical values and that, for instance, it believed in pro
miscuous and indiscriminate sexual behavior (pan-sexual
ism), a charge growing out of a misconception of its efforts 
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to help the emotionally disturbed individual reach a level 
of normal sexual behavior and adjustment which at least 
the Jewish religion, as I have always understood it, has 
recognized to be a desirable component of individual de
velopment. Actually, of course, this accusation is untrue; 
Freud was responsible for demonstrating conclusively the 
fact that "hedonism, infantile sexuality, if persisting beyond 
a certain period of life, leads to mental illness and other 
forms of maladjustment .... Psychoanalysis provid~d the 
scientific corroboration of the claims made by both Aris
totle and St. Thomas. That St. Thomas, on the basis of 
his attitude toward sensuality, chose to take orders against 
his father's will and lead a saintly, monastic life, and that 
another person on the same basis would today choose the 
secular life of a family man, in no way contradicts the 
psychophilosophical conclusion of St. Thomas or the bio
psychological findings of Freud.4 But quite understandably, 
once the original error or misinterpretation was established, 
it called down on Freud and psychoanalysis the embittered 
calumny of the Church, Catholic and Protestant alike, al
though the former was more determined in its antagonism, 
and has been, in the by and large, less amenable, shall we 
say, to education in this matter. To make matters worse, 
Freud, of course, lived and worked in a Catholic city and 
country, and the outcry of the church was added to the 
bitter attacks made upon him by medicine and reactionary 
society in general. 

There were still other factors at work, all contributing in 
some measure to the developing clash between psychoanaly
sis and religion. As far as we can learn, Freud's contacts 
with religion during his childhood were minimal; actually 
he makes no mention of any religious instruction or wor-
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ship at all. From what we know of his childhood, it seems 
unlikely that there had been no religious experiences at 
all, but they obviously played no important part in his 
upbringing. Furthermore, in his childhood Freud had 
known the direct impact of overtly expressed anti-Semitism, 
and in the important formative years such incidents in
evitably influence attitudes which persist throughout life. 
Hence, it is not remarkable that Freud had developed con
siderable feeling against the church and religion, feelings 
which certainly in part influenced his argument in his his
toric and profound attack on religion, The Future of an 
Illusion.5 This book, written in 1927, really threw down 
the gauntlet of the battle and is still the focal point in the 
dispute for protagonists, pro and contra. 

In any consideration of this historic work, it must be 
remembered that Freud's major concern was with the prob
lems of the genetic development of neurosis and that he 
frequently attempted to apply directly to social phenomena 
the insights he had gained from the study of individual 
neurosis. 

To Freud, the individual was everything, while in re
ligion, as he saw it, the individual was lost. Analytic pro
cedure is busy discovering the origins of human behavior 
in early instinctual conflicts, and on that basis the impor
tance of all cultural phenomena, including religion, can 
seemingly be reduced to mere questions of the transforma· 
tion of instinctual energy, while the values implicit in such 
phenomena are neglected. For Freud the question of values 
could be safely left to the individual as long as he was 
"well," a belief Freud cherished in a quite naive way. 

So, Freud, picking up the threads he had dropped after 
the publication of Totem and Taboo6 fifteen years earlier, 



returned, in The Future of an Illusion, to the study of re
ligion. The book is cast, in part, in the form of a running 
dialogue between Freud and a hypothetical defender of 
the truths of religion. This is a familiar literary device 
and usually represents the author and his own ambivalent 
attitudes projected onto the person of a supposed opponent.7 

It should be remembered that Freud, the bitter and em
battled opponent of religion, also had a deep, inner identi
fication with his people, and had written of Judaism that 
it was made up for him of "many dark emotional forces, 
all the more potent for being so hard to grasp in words, 
as well as the clear consciousness of an inner identity, the 
intimacy that comes from the same psychic structure."8 And 
again, "My parents were Jews and I have remained a Jew 
myself/'9 and to his fellow members of B'nai B'rith, "The 
longing arose in me for a circle of chosen, high-minded 
men, who, regardless of the audacity of what I had done, 
would .receive me with friendliness. Your society was point
ed out to me as the place where such men were to be 
found. That you were Jews only suited me -the more, for 
I myself was a Jew, and it always seemed to me not only 
shameful but downright senseless to deny it."10 True, he 
was an unbeliever and distrusted "nationalistic ardor," but 
the whole life history of Freud, the Jew, and his profound 
identification with the inner forces of his J ewishness strong
ly suggest he is his own antagonist, a notion which would 
help to explain his emotional attack on religion. 

The book takes as its point of departure Freud's concern 
with problems of culture and his notion that "one has ... to 
reckon with the fact that there are present in all men de
structive and therefore anti-social and anti-cultural tenden
cies, and that with a great number of people these are strong 
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enough to determine their behavior in human society .... 
It is just as impossible to do without government of the 
masses by a minority as it is to dispense with coercion 
in the work of civilization for the masses are lazy and unin
telligent, they have no love for instinctual renunciation, 
they are not to be convinced of its inevitability by argument 
and the individual support each other in giving full play to 
their unruliness."11 

With this as the infantile prototype, man must try to 
humanize nature, to "deal psychically with our frantic 
anxiety," to substitute psychological defenses for natural 
science, thus providing not merely immediate relief but 
pointing the way to a mastery of the situation. "The gods 
retain their threefold task: they must exorcise the terrors 
of nature, they must reconcile one to the cruelty of fate, 
particularly as shown in death, and they must make amends 
for the sufferings and privations that the communal life of 
culture has imposed on man."12 

And so, continues Freud, "a rich store of ideas is formed, 
born of the need to make tolerable the helplessness of man 
and built out of the material offered by memories of the 
helplessness of his own childhood and the childhood of the 
human race. It is easy to see that these ideas protect man 
in two directions: against the dangers of nature and fate 
and against the evils of human society itself. What it 
amounts to is this: life in this world serves a higher purpose; 
true, it is not easy to guess the nature of this purpose, but 
certainly a perfecting of human existence is implied. Prob
ably the spiritual part of man, the soul . . . :is to be re
garded as the object of this elevation and exaltation. Every
thing that takes place in this world expresses the intentions 
of an intelligence, superior to us, which in the end, though 
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its devious ways may be difficult to follow, orders everything 
for good, that is, to our advantage. Over each one of us 
watches a benevolent and only apparently severe Provi
dence, which will not suffer us to become the plaything 
of the stark and pitiless forces of nature; death itself is 
not annihilation, not a return to inorganic lifelessness, but 
the beginning of a new kind of existence which lies on 
the road of development to something higher. And to turn 
to the other side of the question, the moral laws that have 
formed our culture govern also the whole universe, only 
they are upheld with incomparably more force and consis
tency by a supreme judicial court. In the end all good is 
rewarded, all evil punished, if not actually in this life, then 
in the further existences that begin after death .... And the 
superior wisdom that directs this issue, the supreme good
ness that expresses itself thus, the justice that achieves its 
aim- these are the qualities of the divine beings who have 
fashioned us and the world in general; or rather of the one 
divine being into which in our culture all the gods of an
tiquity have been condensed. The race that first succeeded 
in thus concentrating the divine qualities was not a little 
proud of this advance. It had revealed the father nucleus 
which had always lain hidden behind every divine figure; 
fundamentally it was a return to the historical beginnings 
of the idea of God. Now that God was a single person, 
man's relation to Him could recover the intimacy and in
tensity of the child's relation to the father. If one had done 
so much for the father, then surely one would be rewarded 
-at least the beloved child, the chosen people, would be."13 

This long and beautiful passage well states the role and 
functions of religious ideas; men, always and everywhere, 
have been, and still are, preoccupied with questions to 
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which learning as yet has offered no satisfactory answers: 
the basic questions of why we are, whence we come, what 
is the meaning of life and, consciously or otherwise, what 
is to be our destiny after death. (For Freud, "the painful 
riddle of death, for which no remedy at all has yet been 
found, nor probably ever will be."14

) These are questions 
which weigh, perhaps, more heavily on us now than ever 
before, so troubled is our world and so real the destructive 
threat. Neither philosophy nor science, nor psychanalysis, 
nor, to be sure, religion, has as yet propounded suitable 
and satisfactory answers, but it is certain that men will 
continue to quest for answers and solace and in great num
bers to look to religion for them.15 Freud himself called 
them "Prized as the most precious possession of culture, 
as the most valuable thing it has to offer its members; 
far more highly prized than all our devices for winning 
the treasures of the earth .... "16 

w·hat, then, was Freud's quarrel with religious ideas? 
Surely the fact that they had developed in relation to the 
child's helplessness before the threatening (castrating) 
father towards whom the child has a peculiarly ambivalent 
feeling would be an analytic explanation, not a basis of 
criticism and rejection of the religious idea. It was the fact 
that Freud thought "it is forbidden to raise the question 
of their (dogmas of religion) authenticity at all."17 That 
raised the "strongest suspicion." For Freud, to whom this 
prohibition was real, it could have only one motive: "that 
society knows very well the uncertain basis of the claim it 
makes for religious doctrines."18 He also argued against the 
notion that religion asks us to believe its dogmas because 
our forefathers believed them, saying the proofs were of 
doubtful authenticity. "Thus we arrive at the singular con-



elusion that just what might be of the greatest significance 
for us in our cultural system, the information which 
should solve for us the riddles of the universe and reconcile 
us to the troubles of life, that just this has the weakest pos
sible claim to authenticity."19 The difficulty for Freud was 
that religious ideas are illusions, "fulfillments of the oldest, 
strongest and most insistent wishes of mankind."2° For 
Freud did not attempt to estimate the values of religious 
doctrines as truth, as belief, as faith- it sufficed to have 
recognized them as illusions. To Freud it was clear that 
"culture incurs a greater danger by maintaining its present 
attitude for religion than by relinquishing it."21 It seems 
that religion has not succeeded in its many thousands of 
years in making happy the greater part of mankind; "we 
see that an appallingly large number of men are discon
tented with civilization and unhappy in it .... "22 What a 
curious and feeble contention, and how strange for Freud 
to have advanced it, believing so firmly as he did in the 
inevitability of the "every-day unhappiness" of man. Hav
ing satisfied himself that religion was "the universal ob
sessional neurosis of humanity," Freud held it to be the 
same handicap to the individual as any neurotic conflict. 
"Thus historical residue has given us the conception of 
religious dogmas as, so to speak, neurotic survivals, and now 
we may say that the time has probably come to replace 
the consequences of repression by the results of rational 
mental effort, as in the analytic treatment of neurotics."23 

If the religious illusion were shattered, Freud threatened, 
"your world would collapse, there would be nothing left 
for you but to despair of everything, of culture and of 
the future of mankind."24 

But Freud did not reckon with the great positive values 



in religion, and it is his curious failure to recognize the 
strengths and potentialities in religious faith that distorted 
his concept of the role of religion in our culture. 

For nineteen hundred years the Judea-Christian tradition 
was the source of man's ordering of values; in the Western 
world we found our value schemes in religion, and it was 
our religious teachers who pointed the way we had to 
advance to be worthy of our divine heritage. Religion 
never meant just automatic compliance with a set of rules; 
the problem it posed was how was man to behave in order 
to be worthy of his divine attributes, problems with which, 
in their essence, no matter how different our terminology, 
psychoanalysis is also much concerned. 

I think an illustration or two will help to emphasize this 
parallel between the "moral orientation" of religion and 
psychoanalysis. As I understand it, the problems of one's 
obligation to oneself and one's immediate family in con
trast to one's obligation to other members of the human 
race, even to those out of contact and sight, are of perennial 
concern to our religious thinkers. To survive, man must be 
.egotistical, but to mature, he must be more than egotistical. 
The discovery of the proper balance between himself and 
his immediate family and the world outside is a continuing 
challenge. The cure of the emotionally disturbed person 
more frequently than not basically involves the broadening 
of the individual's horizon to a point where he can develop 
from a preoccupation with himself and his own problems 
to a greater freedom and a broader sympathy with the 
problems of others. 

In addition to the problems of egotism, there is another 
important area which I believe is of central concern to both 
religious thinkers and to practicing psychiatrists. Man is 



always confronted with basic conflicts between current en
joyment and constructive planning for the future which 
involves sacrifice of enjoyment. Religious thinkers have 
always stressed the importance of living, not for the hour 
or day, but for the future. Sound mental health is likewise 
inconceivable except if it be built on the foundation of a 
long-time plan in which current pleasure is frequently sacri
ficed in favor of deeper long-time values. 

Freud had so very limited a concept of religion; for him 
it consisted merely of "certain dogmas, assertions about 
facts and conditions of external (or internal) reality, which 
tell one something that one has not oneself discovered 
and which claim that one should give them credence,"25 

and was an illusion. It was, says Freud, "an illusion on 
the part of Columbus that he had discovered a new sea
route to India," to which he adds, "the part played by his 
wish in this error is very clear."26 But what of the dream, 
the faith, the belief that let him dare the . voyage; and, 
perhaps, most important of all, what of the discovery? 

Freud, having demolished religion to his own satisfac
tion, turned now to the cure; science was to dispel this 
illusion. "The more the fruits of knowledge become accessi
ble to men, the more widespread is the decline of religious 
belief." But Freud was uncertain about science and its all
conquering supremacy, and admits the possibility that per
haps "1, too, am chasing after an illusion. Perhaps the effect 
of the religious thought prohibition is not as bad as I 
assume; perhaps it will turn out that human nature remains 
the same even if education is not abused by being subjected 
to religion."27 

There are literally dozens of points like these which offer 
fascinating and compelling insights into the problem of 
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religion versus psychiatry, but I must pass them by to come 
to the one point which I believe bears most directly on our 
theme of this evening. If you had not known it before, I 
am certain that you have heard, probably again and again 
during these Institutes, of the enormous importance modern 
dynamic psychoanalytic psychiatry places on the influence 
of parents and those who stand in the role of parents 
during the earliest years of life. This concept of develop
ment is now pretty much a commonplace of our general 
knowledge, and we must never forget that we owe it 
primarily to the efforts of Freud. 

In the beginning the infant is . quite helpless and utterly 
dependent. He must be cared for in every way and is de
pendent on others for all things: food, shelter and protec
tion and, also, and most importantly, for his emotional 
needs, really for love. He finds both sustenance and love in 
the first place at his mother's breast. Later he begins to 
discover a world of beginning independence and with it 
the first tinges of fear and insecurity. Weaning is a frus
trating experience at best, and if not accomplished with 
love and understanding, can be a terrifying one as well. 
Step by step the child learns as his interests widen and 
his self-adequacy becomes stronger. And as part of this 
learning process, the child must begin to learn certain in
junctions and denials, and, if he is to do this satisfactorily, 
he must form certain identifications with the authorities 
responsible for these "commands." Two things in this con
cept are important here: first, the recognition of how much 
the job of acquiring values depends on identifications made 
in the earliest years of our life, and, secondly, how essential 
love and faith are to this process. Most of this growth is 
accomplished during the first seven or eight years of life: 



a person's capacity to function as a useful and productive 
member of the community; his ability to love and be loved; 
his capacity for satisfaction in his job; his sexual life and, 
in turn, his adequacy as a parent, all will depend to a 
very large measure on the things that happen to him in 
these earliest years, and especially on the attitude of his 
parents. Such formulations sound beguilingly simple and, 
at least at a verbal level, are now commonly accepted; the 
translation of such easily learned wisdom into behavior is 
a far more difficult task and by no means as universal. 

We are perhaps a little bored today with the psychiatric 
emphasis on such commonplace considerations as elective 
feeding, permissive toilet training, free expression of hostile 
impulses in play, and so forth. Suffice it to say, for our 
purposes, that our culture is characterized by the dominance 
of child-parent relationships and that the past of the parent 
will inevitably shape the future of the child. 

In discussing the influence of parents on the child, we 
are accustomed to emphasize such aspects of the problems 
as the degree of "wanted-ness" of the child, the amount of 
love the parent, especially the mother, is capable of giv
ing; the degree to which a parent can withstand the compe
tition of his own child for the other parent's love and at
tention; the freedom from fear with which the parent raises 
the child, the interest-sharing capacity of the parent, etc. 
Relatively seldom do we emphasize what is certainly of 
equal importance- the attitudes and values of the parents: 
what things in life do they treasure, on what things do 
they place high value; what, really, is their character and 
faith? And surely this must include, in an impressively im
portant sense, what are the parents' religious values, since 
certainly religion is a vital, and, for most people, a very 
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important attitude, even though it may assume purely nega
tive values in attempts to escape from formalized religion. 

Now, curiously enough, Freud, the man who made it 
possible for us to learn all these things and who surely un
derstood this very well, takes small notice of it in consider
ing religion. He does, fairly casually, and in passing, men
tion the role of the ambivalent feelings toward the father 
as a factor in the formation of religious ideas and the 
helplessness of the child in the parent-child relation, saying, 
"The child's defensive reaction to his helplessness gives the 
characteristic features to the adult's reaction to his own 
sense of helplessness, i. e., the formation of religion."28 

But of the positive values of healthy identification which 
play an essential role in the acquisition of religious, as of 
other, values by the child, Freud makes no mention. 

We have not yet discussed the question of faith; psycho
analytic literature is amazingly barren in considerations of 
so central a concern. We usually accept as a truism such a 
statement as "faith is universal," or "man cannot live with
out faith," without noting how essential it is to the process 
of identification and the love relationships which makes 
this possible for the child. The truest portrait of faith is 
the child's faith in the mother- the breast from which 
to feed, the skirt to which to cling, the hand held out for 
the first ventured steps; the thrust in the air, believing he'll · 
certainly be caught- what a sublime act of faith that is! 
Thus, "father -mother- faith- belief- trust- confidence" get 
bound in a complex cycle and, for most of us early in this 
cycle, religious faith and belief and the God-father .concept 
are introduced. William James said, "I myself believe that 
the evidence for God lies primarily in mere personal 
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In this process of identification through which religious 
as well as other values are transmitted, ceremonials come 
to play a large and important role.29 Long before cynicism 
has blunted the impact of these early life experiences, the 
beauty of celebration and ceremonial have a lasting influ
ence on the child. If I may speak from my own memory 
to illustrate for you what I mean: the lighted candle of 
Friday eve and my mother refreshed and cleansed for the 
Sabbath; the return of my father and uncle from the syna
gogue and the expectancy of the Sabbath feast; the bril
liant autumn gayety and bounty of the Succa; the hushed 
silences of the preparation for Yom Kippur; the excitement 
of the Passover devotion. In these memories we have many 
considerations of specific unconscious meanings of the vari
ous rituals and ceremonial aspects. Here were epitomized 
mother's love and her primary responsibility to care for 
her family; the father's authority as an instrument of im
portant, if as yet vaguely understood (by the child), au
thority (God); the cohesion and sercurity of the family 
group. Also apparent, but not yet understood by the child, 
is the essence of mysticism and the supernatural in these 
observances, and also an awareness of the profound emo
tional involvement of his elders. 

There are no scales on which to measure such values, 
and it may be claimed that these are experiences limited 
to the few. I propose, however, that such experiences cata
lyze the human relationships of child and parent and are 
capable of affecting important and lasting patterns of at
titudes and belief. And that where these are consistent and 
harmonious, they will enhance mental and emotional secu
rity and well-being, rather than threaten to destroy them. 

May I give you an illustration of what I mean: at one 
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time I had two women in treatment who came of strikingly 
similar backgrounds: fourth generation Americans, upper 
middle class economically, the children of "good" homes 
and both "religious." From the beginning it was apparent 
that for the one her religion was a thing of beauty and 
faith and, while she had some large areas of reservation 
as to ritual and "church going," the religious experience 
for her was meaningful and happy. For the other woman 
it was obviously a painful duty born of need and fear and 
steeped in intense preoccupations with supernatural and 
fearsome, if heavenly, goings-on. One day, as this second 
person grew better and free of her neurotic conflicts, she 
said to me, "I'm no longer religious and I'm not afraid to 
be. Religion for me was the magic of a parent, and my 
father was lousy. I was always saying prayers: 'Don't let 
anything happen; don't let my father torture me.' And 
now I realize he is dead and so is my fear of him." And, 
indeed, such had been the essence of her "religion"- fear 
of a destructive parent with practically no warmth or posi
tive, usable elements of identification with mother or father. 
My other patient was brought up in a happy, pleasant 
home and whatever its difficult features had been, there 
was a feeling of love and a forgiving father and a warm, 
devoted mother. Her children, too, are "religious," long 
before they know much of life, much less of theology. They 
love the music, the beauty of the church, the "being with" 
their parents. They ask only to be spared the sermon! Our 
heavenly Father is created in the image of our earthly 
fathers and thus feared, loved, revered or hated. 

As another patient is reported to have said, "Before my 
psychoanalytic treatment, I went through the motions of 
religious observance in the way I had been taught to, 
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faithfully and wearily, sometimes even resentfully. But after 
my analysis I was able to take genuine pleasure in the 
beauty and social purpose of my religion. Instead of a 
compulsive and conventional duty, it became a comforting 
satisfaction and inspiration."30 

This is no difference in essence from a multitude of other 
psychological considerations, and it must, so far as I can see, 
be considered in identical terms. We accept fully the notion, 
let us say, that healthy growing up is necessary to accom
plish sexual maturity; it is no less true of our religious-faith 
characteristics. To be sure, this makes no effort to consider 
the importance of the dogma, the ceremonial, the theoretical 
preoccupations- these are not of the essence of the con
siderations of religion as an attitude, an act of faith and 
belief. 

In discussing religious ceremonials, psychoanalytic writ
ings have often pointed out that they are "obsessional" in 
nature. An obsession is characterized by the element of 
repetition and compulsion, which means that a person is 
"compelled" to act in a given way or think a given thought 
despite the conscious effort to avoid the particular act 
or thought. Clinically, obsessional neurotics are common 
and we are all acquainted with the traditional obsessions, 
such as hand washing. All of us have habits of mind and 
of behaving which, in ~ssence, resemble obsessions from 
the "stepping-on-every-crack" so dear to youngsters, to the 
executive who simply must have everything on his desk 
arranged in a precise pattern. All these things, of course, 
have meaning; in general, it may be said that an obsession 
is a relatively innocuous idea or method of behaving which 
has been substituted for a painful one which can then be 
pushed out of consciOusness. 
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Now, it is perfectly true that religious ceremonials may 
become obsessional, by which we would simply mean that 
the performance of the ceremonial is inflicted, as it were, 
on the individual by unconscious forces. One sees just such 
obsessions often in emotionally or mentally ill people; just 
as one sees other obsessions. These phenomena have im
portant dynamic meaning for the individual, but they do 
not, .so far as I can make out, bear at all on the general 
problem of the meaning of religious experience. Often the 
appearance of such obsessive ceremonials reflect the re
ligious training of the child in instances where ritualistic 
observances have been demanded in a rigid, authoritarian 
manner, especially at the hands of a feared father. Nat
urally, in that sort of religious experience the rich values 
of faith and belief are often lost; only the form is left and 
a threat from the unknown should the ritual not be 
observed. 

Obsessional patterns are certainly not restricted to re
ligious observances; as has been pointed out, much of 
science is also based on obsessional patterns. Or, it can be 
truly said, as of the artist, much of creative impulse may be 
sublimated scoptophilic impulse. I once had a distinguished 
sculptor in treatment. He had a few guests in to see some . 
new work, and one of them brought along an acquaintance 
who turned out to be an amateur psychoanalyst. He asked 
the artist if he knew that his interest in clay was a sublima
tion of an earlier interest in feces. To which my patient 
replied, "I'm sure you share that interest; do you think 
you could sculpt this beautiful figure?" 

Naturally, everything we do and feel must be motivated 
and have meaning. But one must not confuse the motiva
tion with the behavior; we need not dispute the usefulness 



of science nor doubt the beauty of art because of uncon
scious neurotic conflicts which are represented in the motiva
tion of scientists and artists. Freud found that the uncon
scious, irrational language in which man expresses his relig
ious faith is the language of the irrational, primitive, archaic 
in which the unconscious speaks. Naturally, these uncon
scious conflicts may become clinically significant, but that 
need not be any more true of religious ideas and ceremonials 
than any other aspect of life. If the conflicts are severe, 
they may requ_ire treatment, but that is a matter for the 
individual. I once treated a famous artist about whom I 
was asked whether his recovery would impede his artistic 
output. I had to acknowledge it might, but he had the 
choice to make between his suffering and his work. His 
neuroticisms had no bearing on art in general and, though 
his particular artistry was steeped in neurotic implications, 
recovery allowed him to function even more productively. 
Similarly, we do not expect analysis to alter the faith of 
man; it should alter only what is destructive in his belief. 

One final word about the interreactions of psychiatry and 
religion. Having ventured thus far, I will risk one further 
analogy. Perhaps the single greatest discovery of religion 
was the awareness that for men to live more meaningful 
lives, they needed the support and encouragement of a 
system of values, of ideals! That the promise of what men 
could make of this world could become the most powerful 
of all types of motivation, more powerful even than the 
preservation of life itself. Not only did religion strive to 
discover ideals worthy of the mission of man, but it went 
further and faced the problem- although not always suc
cessfully- of how to transmit the vision from the prophet 
to the masses and from one generation to the next. 



Since psychiatry is primarily concerned with studying 
the essential needs that man must have fulfilled in order 
to secure emotional well being, and since, further, psychia
try is particularly well informed about the mechanisms 
which frequently interfere and make impossible this emo
tional well being- in short, since psychiatry is likewise 
concerned with goals and mechanisms and is particularly 
expert in the area of malfunctioning- there is much that 
I believe it can contribute and learn from a deeper under
standing of religious values. 

In the hostile world in which we live, we need so much 
to further constructive forces making for the good way of 
life. Religion and psychology share this task with the rest 
of thinking man. The Marxists condemn religion because 
it is the opium of the masses ;31 if one is in pain, as in our 
world today, and probably may be tomorrow, may we not 
venture an opiate while awaiting the far-away cure of the 
ills of man? Freud envisaged a world where man, "not 
suffering from neurosis, would need no intoxicant to 
deaden it";32 a far-off, never-never land indeed. Freud al
ways said psychoanalysis could only restore patients to 
health and to "everyday unhappiness." That is true; there 
is in our world no escape from everyday unhappiness. The 
more so, then, we may welcome any experience capable of 
sweetening our bitterness and of improving our lot. 
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